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Following Pebbles by Moonlight
Elementary Students Shed Light on Power, Peace, and Violence 











But when Hansel and Gretel saw that the birds had eaten all of the breadcrumbs 
they had dropped, they knew that they were lost. Wandering through the dark thick 
forest in search of home, tired and weary and hungry, at last they came upon a 
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	 Thus,	 it	was	no	great	surprise	 that	 the	story	of	Hansel and Gretel	 (Lesser,	
1984)	came	to	mind	as	a	textual	tool	through	which	to	learn	from	and	with	children	



































Once Upon A Time
	 Hansel and Gretel	 is	a	story	involving	hunger,	poverty,	betrayal	and	death.	
Amid	demonstrations	of	power	and	violence,	it	 is	also	a	narrative	of	victorious	








































































of	 society’s	 values	 and	 purposes	 (i.e.,	Apple,	 2004,	 2006;	Asher,	 2009;	 Freire,	
1970/1995).	This	focus	on	social	context	comes	as	a	push	away	from	understand-
ings	of	literacy	as	an	individual	cognitive	process	and	has	incited	a	conceptual	turn	











































Following Pebbles by Moonlight60
While	literacy	practices	have	come	to	symbolize	for	many	a	tool	for	liberation	and	
social	equity,	it	 is	also	important	to	recognize	that	these	discourses	may	in	fact	
work	 to	normalize	and	naturalize	 the	very	unjust	practices	 that	critical	 literacy	


























































































	 Some	 students	 also	 insert	 themselves	 into	 the	 story	 as	 Gretel,	 and	 more	






































































































































of	 surprise	 in	hearing	 that	 the	mother	wants	 to	abandon	her	children.	The	first	
graders,	almost	collectively	and	 immediately	ask	“Why?”	(1	June	2011,	Upper	
West	Side;	2	June	2011,	East	Harlem).	Among	the	fourth	graders,	Jason	(26	May	
2011,	South	Bronx)	interjects,	“Unh!	I	want	to	go	like	this—‘Mom, why you left 













know what, if we leave our kids, maybe they will have somebody to take care of 
them’.”	With	resolve	first-grader	Bill	(2	June	2011,	East	Harlem)	similarly	reasons,	
“The	mom	wanted	to	escape	from	the	kids….	Yes,	she	had	a	reason.	So	her	and	her	









































	 Although	in	Hansel and Gretel	we	surprisingly	discover	the	mother’s	demise	at	
the	end	of	the	story,	a	fate	different	from	the	‘mothers’	portrayed	in	Alice’s Adven-






















2011,	Lower	East	Side),	explains	 that	“he	knows	 that	 if	he	doesn’t	agree,	 the	

















Following Pebbles by Moonlight68
Jason:	The	dad	had	no	choice,	but	to	let	the	kids	go,	but	he	knew	what	the	son	




































































































Apple,	M.	(2006).	Educating the “right” way: Markets, standards, God and inequality	(2nd	
Ed).	New	York,	NY:	Routledge.	
Asher.	N.	(2009).	Writing	home/Decolonizing	texts.	Discourse, 30(1),	1-13.
Bajaj.	M.	(2008).	The encyclopedia of peace education.	Charlotte,	NC:	Information	Age	
Publishers.
Baker-Sperry,	L.,	&	Grauerholz,	L.	(2003).	The	pervasiveness	and	persistence	of	the	feminine	
beauty	ideal	in	children’s	fairy	tales.	Gender & Society, 15(5),	711-726.	
Bettleheim.	B.	(1976).	The uses of enchantment.	New	York,	NY:	Alfred	Knopf.
Botelho,	M.	J.,	&	Rudman,	M.	K.	(2009).	Critical multicultural analysis of children’s lit-
erature: Mirrors, windows, and doors.	New	York,	NY:	Routledge.
Bourke,	R.T.	(2011).	First	graders	and	fairy	tales:	One	teacher’s	action	research	of	critical	
literacy.	The Reading Teacher, 62(4),	304-312.	
Collins-Standley,	T.	 (1996).	Choice	of	 romantic,	violent,	 and	 scary	 fairy-tales	books	by	
preschool	girls	and	boys.	Child Study Journal, 26(4),	279-302.	
Davies,	B.	(2006).	Subjectification:	The	relevance	of	Butler’s	analysis	for	education.	British 
Journal of Sociology of Education, 27(4),	425-438.	
Davies,	B.,	&	Saltmarsh,	S.	(2007).	Gender	economies:	Literacy	and	the	gendered	production	
of	neo-liberal	subjectivities.	Gender and Education, 19(1),	1-20.
Freire,	P.	(1995).	Pedagogy of the oppressed.	New	York,	NY:	Continuum.
Fromm,	E.	(1951).	The Forgotten language: An introduction to the understanding of dreams, 
fairy tales and myths.	New	York,	NY:	Holt	Rinehart	&	Winston.
Gibson,	L.R.	(1988).	Beyond	the	apron:	Archetypes,	stereotypes,	and	alternative	portrayals	
of	mothers	in	children’s	literature.	Children’s Literature Association Quarterly, 13(4),	
177-181.	
Gur-Ze’ev,	 I.	 (2001).	 Philosophy	 of	 peace	 education	 in	 a	 postmodern	 era.	 Educational 
Theory, 51(3),	315-336.	
Gur-Ze’ev,	I.	(2011).	Beyond	peace	education:	Toward	co-poiesis	and	enduring	improvisation.	
Molly Quinn & Debbie Sonu 71
In	Diasporic philosophy and counter-education	(pp.83-118).	Rotterdam,	NL:	Sense.
Haase,	D.	(2000).	Children,	war,	and	the	imaginative	space	of	fairy	tales.	The Lion and the 
Unicorn, 24(3):	360-377.	
Hantzopoulos,	M.	(2011).	Institutionalizing	critical	peace	education	in	public	schools:	A	case	
for	comprehensive	implementation.	Journal of Peace Education, 8(3),	225-242.	
Hill,	S.	(2010).	The	millennium	generation:	Teacher-researchers	exploring	new	forms	of	




of Negro Education, 74(3),	221-232.	
Jones,	S.	(2012).	Critical	literacies	in	the	making:	Social	class	and	identities	in	the	early	
reading	classroom.	Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 13(2),	197-224.
Katz,	J.	(1977).	Informed	consent-A	fairy	tale?	Law’s	vision.	University of Pittsburgh Law 
Review, 39(2),	137-174.	
Kohlberg,	L.,	&	Lickona,	T.	(1976).	Moral development and behavior: Theory, research and 
social issues.	New	York,	NY:	Holt,	Rinehart	and	Winston.
Kumashiro,	K.	(2000).	Toward	a	theory	of	anti-oppressive	education.	Review of Educational 
Research, 70(1),	25-53.	




May,	S.,	&	Sleeter,	C.	(2010).	Critical multiculturalism: Theory and praxis.	New	York,	NY:	
Taylor	&	Francis.




sociocultural research on literacy: Identity, agency, and power	(pp.	15-48).	Mahwah,	
NJ:	Lawrence	Erlbaum	Associates.
Moje,	E.,	&	Luke,	A.	(2009).	Literacy	and	identity:	Examining	the	metaphors	in	history	and	
contemporary	research.	Reading Research Quarterly, 44(4),	415-437.
Pinar,	W.	(2012).	What is curriculum theory?	(2nd	Ed.).	Mahwah,	NJ:	Lawrence	Erlbaum	
Associates.
Rorty,	A.	 (1997).	The	 ethics	 of	 reading:	A	 traveler’s	 guide.	 Educational Theory, 47(1),	
85-89.
Tatar,	M.	(1992).	Off with their heads! Fairy tales and the culture of childhood.	Princeton,	
NJ:	Princeton	University	Press.
Tatar,	M.	(2003).	The hard facts of the Grimms’ fairy tales.	Princeton,	NJ:	Princeton	Uni-
versity	Press.
Temple,	C.	(2005).	Critical	thinking	and	critical	literacy.	Thinking Classroom, 6(2),	15-20.	
Wellman,	H.	(1990).	The child’s theory of mind.	Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press.
Wood,	J.	T.	(2001).	The	normalization	of	violence	in	heterosexual	romantic	relationships:	
Women’s	narratives	of	 love	and	violence.	Journal of Social and Personal Relation-
ships, 18(2),	239-261.	
Yeoman,	E.	(1999),	‘How	does	it	get	into	my	imagination?’:	Elementary	school	children’s	in-
Following Pebbles by Moonlight72
tertextual	knowledge	and	gendered	storylines.	Gender and Education, 11(4),	427-440.
Yokota,	 J.	 (1993).	 Issues	 in	 selecting	 multicultural	 children’s	 literature.	 Language Arts, 
70(3),	156-167.
Zipes,	J.	(2002).	Breaking the magic spell: Radical theories of folk and fairy tales.	Lexington,	
KY:	The	University	Press	of	Kentucky.
Zipes,	J.	(2006).	Why fairy tales stick: The evolution and relevance of a genre.	New	York,	
NY:	Taylor	&	Francis.
Zipes,	J.	(2008).	Relentless progress: The reconfiguration of children’s literature, fairy tales, 
and storytelling.	New	York,	NY:	Taylor	&	Francis.
